Discrepancy in the expression of autoantibodies in healthy aged individuals.
Sera from 50 healthy old subjects and from 51 young controls were tested by ELISA assays for a panel of autoantibodies, including IgM RF, anti-DNA, anti-F(ab')2, antithyroglobulin, anti-human albumin, anti-human hemoglobin, anti-secretory component from human IgA, and anti-gliadin. In vitro production of anti-DNA as well as anti-F(ab')2 antibodies were measured after stimulation of PBMC by pokeweed mitogen (PWM) in 12 healthy elderly subjects and 11 young controls. Sera from elderly donors contained threefold higher amounts of IgM RF than young controls (P less than 0.001). On the contrary, the levels of anti-DNA as well as anti-F(ab')2 antibodies were similar in both groups (P less than 0.3 for the two determinations). Anti-DNA and anti-F(ab')2 antibodies were also measured in supernates of PWM-stimulated glass nonadherent PBMC cultures from both old and young healthy donors without finding any significant difference between the two groups. Additional ELISA tests were also performed in both elderly and young control sera to detect antibodies against six other different antigens. No significant difference was found in the percentages of positive sera between the two groups. This discrepancy in production of IgM RF compared to other autoantibodies in healthy elderly subjects does not provide support for a general increase of autoantibodies with aging. The biological significance of an increase in IgM RF with aging remains to be determined.